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PimaPotae
Cherry Douch

I

am looking at my thumb. I've
nailed a tack through it. I go inside. Billy is snoring, one leg over
the side. There's saliva on his pillow. I think, "I hope I sleep with
my mouth closed."
"Give us a kiss;• he says, eyes still closed.
"Brush your teeth;' I say.
"Where's the romance in you;' he says. I look at the drool on
his pillow.
"You were sleeping with your mouth open;' I say.
"So, I'll kiss you with my mouth open;' he says. He jumps out
of bed and comes toward me. I hold my thumb in front of my
face. His nakedness is distracting, even with a tack in my
thumb.
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"Been abusing yourself again. I told you I'd tack the strips;'
he says. He holds my thumb,jerks out the tack and puts my thumb
in his mouth. It starts to throb.
Later I sit with my thumb in an egg-cup of hydrogen peroxide,
listening to Billy talk about a name change.
"What do you think of Henderson?" he says.
"Stick with Pima;' I say.
"How about Clark or Braithwaite?" he says.
"I want to keep Billy Pima, the fellow I married," I say.
"Maybe Simpson?" he says.
Old Pima was a crazy old Maori who carried a billy can wherever
he went. No one knew Pima's last name, but they called him Pima
Potae because of his hat. It was old felt and he had made it
three-cornered with clothes pins. He looked almost sane without
it. Rua let him sleep in the shed by the chicken coop. Pima collected
river stones and made himself a fireplace at one end. In the wintertime the chickens liked to sit 'against Pima's warm wall. He brought
baby Billy to the orphanage. No one knows where he got the baby.
Pipi has Billy treed again. It happens every time Billy takes the
washing off the line. Billy touches a piece of my clothing and Pipi
goes for him. So there sits Billy, halfway up the cherry tree, with
Pipi growling around it.
"He won't hurt you," I say.
"He will so," he says. "He hates me."
'Just protective;' I say.
"Huh. He's jealous. Tell him I'm your husband," he says.
"Dogs don't know husbands;' I say. He throws me my shorts. "Take
them so he'll let me out of the tree."
At tribal gatherings Pima would hear my grandfather recite the
whakapapa back past the canoes to Hawaiki, to Rangi and Papa.
Grandfather would drone on forever, eyes closed, his voice
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rubbing the walls of the wharenui. Karakia made Pima cry.
Later, the whaikorero voices smoothed the night. Pima would sit
in his usual corner by Minny's tukutuku, touching her flaxwork
panel, nodding.
My thumb doesn't swell much, but I play it up so Billy does
the dishes and the cooking for a week. Saturday is lazy woman
heaven. I wake and smell Billy's irises outside the window. I
hear the slap of his bare feet on the wood floor. He puts the
tray in my lap. Pikelets, whipped cream and strawberry jam,
a pot of tea and two cups. Billy climbs into bed and helps
me eat.
Later I am watching him tack the strips.
"You'll get sunburned;' I say.
"It won't matter much;' he says.
" It will;' I say.
"If I hammer a finger, will you feel sorry for me?" he says.
"No; ' I say.
"Will you call me Billy Henderson?"
"No," I say.
"If you don't say 'I love you Billy Henderson; I'll run naked
down the road, all the way to Doreen Tuanau's;' he says.
"I love you Billy Henderson," I say. I can see he's disappointed.
I love him all to hell.
Old Pima was the only one who could manage Goliath, Rua's
black bull. He was big and mean, and the most fertile bull
around. As mean as he was, no cow wanted to go near him
twice. The other bull, a quiet soul named Lou, got all the leftovers.
Goliath and Lou liked parsnips, and Pima was the only one crazy
enough to go close enough to feed them. He went down every day.
Golaith was quiet as a lamb around the old man. They say
he talked to Goliath about Minny. Minny was Pima's dead wife.
She died when she was young.
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Mama remembers when Minny died and Pima went mad.
Minny had tuberculosis, a killer disease for Maoris, like measles
and the flu. Mama says Minny was pretty, a direct descendant of
Tama Te Kapua. Pima didn't speak for years after she died.
They had no children.
When I was six, Pima waited every day by Rua's gate and gave
me barley sugar, then walked me to the bus, my hand lost in
his big fist.
"Haere," he'd say as he put me on the bus. I would wave
to him and suck my barley sugar.
He died that year. I made a wreath of violets and my purple
hair ribbon for him. My grandfather chanted for him, reciting
his whakapapa.
I tell Billy this because he never knew the old man and I did.
He whittled the lovely somethings on my dresser. He rubbed
them with shoe polish. Billy sneaks in to touch them sometimes when he thinks I don't see.
I make breakfast, so it isn't very good, not even the tea.
"Oh, well, I wasn't hungry anyway;' says Billy. I throw my
toast at him.
"For that you're Vilma Henderson;' he says.
"I'm Vilma Pima;• I say.
"You slay me;' he says, and heads for the door.
"I'm getting a peach," I say.
"No;' he says. "No:• Billy is terrified of peach skin. I grab
a peach and take after him. He streaks out the front door.
"I'll catch you;' I say. "Rub it on your skin. All over:' Billy
screams. Doreen Tuanau looks out her window. I wave the peach
at her as I see Billy turn for home.
When I get in the house I can't find him. I look in the bathroom,
then the spare room. He's in the closet holding the door shut.
"Come out;' I say.
"Go away;' he says.
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"I love you;• I say.
"Get rid of the peach," he says. "And wash your hands." When I
come back he comes out, looks at me and says, "I live with a sadist."
"Want to see the hair on my chest?" I say.
"You're a sick woman;• he says. I like the way he says woman.
One night Rua got drunk. He came home singing "Tip-toe
Through the Tulips;• his false teeth in his pocket, and one
shoe missing. He saw Goliath in the holding pen, and mistook him
for a cow. His daughter Christine and old Pima had already done
the milking. Pima milked eight. He was good.
Rua picked up a big stick and chased Goliath with English and
Maori curses toward the cow-shed. The only thing Rua liked about
the English was their collection of vulgar words, and their pubs.
Pima heard the noise and came from the north side. Christine came
from the house on the east side,just as Goliath objected violently
to being "milked" and broke out of the bail. Rua headed west with
Goliath's sharp black horns an inch or two from his shoulder
blades. He sailed over the fence into the pigsty as Goliath crashed it. "Tiko," said Rua and sat till Pima calmed the bull. Christine
hosed her father semi-clean. She laughed, but Pima was sermonfaced and silent. Goliath sulked, eating a parsnip. Rua muttered
curses at Goliath's vitals. Christine laughed some more and Pima
sang an old Maori patere while he took Goliath to the north paddock. Billy says this story scares him. He writes "Pima" twelve times
on the tablecloth.
Billy is doing chin-ups on the old apple tree. I'm eating cherries,
and throwing the pits at his feet. He has dots of red where
I've hit.
"That towel's going to fall off;' I say.
"Don't you wish;' he says. Billy hates to wear clothes.
"What if I come pull it off;' I say.
"You can, if you'll be Mrs. Billy Henderson;' he says.
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"Nowhere near enough," I say. I throw another pit and go up
to the house. He puffs after me. I see his irises by the window.
They're big and blue and beautiful. "Do you really want to change
your name?" I say.
He blinks, says "Nah," and looks at me. "How's the thumb?"
I give him left thumb up.
"You want me to fix dinner?" he says. "I'll make a salad to have
with the cold roast beef. And I'll make banna custard. You like that:'
As we go in, I remember finding Billy sitting cross-legged in the
spare room, a balloon in his hand and moth silk on his face.
"Been eating moths?" I said.
"It bumped into me," he said.
"Play ball;' I said. We sometimes played balloon squash. But he
had to blow up the balloon first. It was green. I hate green. Green
is Henderson.
"Where is it?" I said.
"What?" he said.
"The moth:'
"Around;' he said.
"Oh." I put a line with finger spit on the wall.
"Hit above that;' I said. So he hit, then I hit, then he hit, then
I hit, and we fell into puddles of grins. We got up and I hit, then
he hit then I hit.

18

